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W. Sydney Robinson, the historian’s latest biographer, discovered 
that his subject was without scruple in matters of the heart 


Arthur Bryant’s 
floating doters 


IOGRAPHERS OFTEN DELUDE THEMSELVES 

into believing that their books are “definitive” — 

the smaller the subject, the greater the delusion. 

No one can take out a patent on Joseph Stalin or 

Nelson Mandela, but down in the lower reaches 

of biography writers can become so proprietori- 
al that all who come after them are viewed as interlopers. Try 
introducing a past and a present biographer of, say, Gladstone’s 
private secretary or Ihomas Mann’s sister — I guarantee the re- 
sponses will be frosty. 

This was rather my feeling when, some years ago, I was 
contacted by a lady who said that she had a large quantity of 
papers relating to the historian Sir Arthur Bryant, about whom | 
had written a biographical essay in my 2014 book The Last Vic- 
torians. 1 felt I had said everything that was worth saying about 
Bryant, as, presumably, had my three predecessors: Pamela 
Street, Andrew Roberts and Julia Stapleton. The only difference 
was that my correspondent did 
not wish to undertake a new biog- 
raphy herself: she wanted me to 
have another try instead. 

In accepting this challenge, I re- 
alised I was going to have to under- 
mine my previous work substan- 
tially. That essay had presented 
Bryant largely as he had wished to 
be regarded. Born in 1899 on the 
royal estate at Sandringham, where 
his father worked as an official, he 
made a career as a defender of the 
Victorian age, writing dozens of 
popular histories and innumera- 
ble newspaper articles lamenting 
the decline of traditional values. A champion of unfashionable 
causes, he spearheaded the campaign against Britain’s entry to 
the European Economic Community at a time when many still 
remembered him as the last proponent of Appeasement — his 
averly sympathetic account of the rise of the Nazis, Unfinished 
Victory, had to be hastily withdrawn in 1940 when the threat of 
internment loomed. Believing himself to 
be Neville Chamberlain’s personal emis- 
sary, he had previously visited the ‘Third 
Reich in a last-minute attempt to main- 


W. Sydney Robinson 
is a biographer and 


teacher based in 
Northamptonshire 


Lovers: Arthur Bryant (left) and Pamela Street 


tain peace. “If by any miracle I succeed,’ he wrote, rather grand- 
ly, to the prime minister, “I should be doing a greater service 
than millions of others who may be called upon’ to fight. 


THE MORE PERSONAL LETTERS that now came to my atten- 
tion presented this éminence grise in a rather different light. They 
were the love letters that he exchanged, during the decade or so 
leading up to his death in 1985, with his “on-off” secretary, lover 
and biographer, Pamela Street. The playful (but often rather 
irate) tone of these missives was in stark contrast to those I had 
previously read in the public archives. Not even Pamela’s book 
on Bryant, Portrait of a Historian (1979), gave any hint of their 
true relationship, or the fact that her subject had, only three 
years previously, proposed marriage, albeit without offering a 
ting or taking any steps to bring this plan about. 

At that time, Bryant had only just divorced his second wife, 
Anne Brooke, and was simultaneously — as my research quickly 
revealed — wooing a glamorous socialite named “Lorelei” (née 
Joan) Robinson, besides a small constellation of other women. 
‘They included a lady called Alwynne Bardsley, whom he only 
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Bryant and his second wife, Anne, shortly 
after their marriage in 1941 


saw when in residence at his Buckinghamshire country house, 
Wotton Pavilion (later the home of Sir John Gielgud and now 
Tony and Cherie Blair), and a mysterious woman, Barbara Long- 
mate, with whom he often stayed in Norfolk. As | began working 
my way through the letters at my disposal — soon complement- 
ed by pocket diaries and several unpublished memoirs — I vir- 
tually relived Pamela’s experience of discovering all the histori- 
an’s “other muses”; or, as she called them, his “floating doters’ 
One letter, written in 1974, during the early phase of their ro- 
mance, summed up her situation perfectly: 


I think you are absolute hell to live with but worse hell to be 
without. I find you exhausting, bewildering, uncertain, secre- 
tive, stubborn and more than a little mad. | can hardly believe a 
word you say; you are untidy (except when washing up), 
mind-changing and time-absorbing. Your procrastination ex- 
asperates to screaming-pitch. You wishful-think. You hurt and 
you are a runner-after-of-other-women. But you are absolutely 
wonderful when it comes to two things: writing books and go- 
ing to bed. 


Bryant’s own letters to Pamela were scarcely less vivid. “Oh 
my dear, estranged Pam,’ he had written shortly beforehand, 
“whom I love so deeply, I am so terribly sorry for all my folly and 
unkindness ... 1 could scourge myself for my folly.” When he sent 
her a Christmas cheque in 1981, he enclosed a cutting from the 
Daily Express suggestive of what she might like to spend it on. 
Pamela, then 60, wrote back: 


I feel that if your readers ... were informed of your “other side” 
maybe it would be the book of the century — or all centuries — 
although I think it will be that anyway!! But dear Boaz [as she 
called him], Lam too old now for French knickers and matching 
camisoles available in white, black, navy, coffee or blackcurrant. 
Iam arapidly-ageing, staid, conscientious grandmother who is 
attempting to grow old — albeit swiftly — in a graceful, orderly 
and organised fashion. I could wish that you yourself led a 
calmer, less fraught and peripatetic ... life, and that you were not 
constantly feeling the need to write ladies cheques with no ap- 
preciable return. 


What was all the more startling was that by this time Bryant 


was also desperately trying to persuade Laura, Duchess of Marl- 
borough, to accept him as her fifth husband. There was much 
about this relationship in his exchanges with Pamela, but thanks 
to achance telephone call I managed to track down Bryant’s cor- 
respondence with the Duchess — Hugo Vickers kindly lent me a 
huge steel container stuffed with this biographical gold. A letter 
from 1980 gives some indication of just how much importance 
Bryant placed on this second — or, possibly, fifth — string: 


‘lo be your Knight, my love, is the greatest honour that I could 
possibly have conferred on me -~ it is like having the Garter, 
only far better. Please God make me worthy of it — I will try so 
hard to serve you in any way you want, and I have added now to 
my prayers for those I love, living and “dead’, the wards, “Pray 
God give me grace and power to make little Laura happy.’ 


OVER THE COURSE OF MY RESEARCH, | was lucky enough to 
come across several compatable treasure-troves. As I pieced to- 
gether the evidence, it was only too clear that, whatever else he 
may have been, Bryant was without scruple in matters of the 
heart. So often I was taken aback by some chance expression or 
jest which suggested that my growing archive was merely the be- 
ginning. For example, while writing to Pamela about those 
French knickers and matching camisoles, as well as haplessly 
imploring the Duchess to marry him, he was scribbling reassur- 
ing little messages to Alwynne. 

One of these ran: “T cannot give you the whole of my life and 
capacity for loving, [but] T could no longer cease to love, and love 
deeply and permanently, those I had been in love with in the 
past, including, of course, most of all Monny [a mistress from the 
1930s], you and Anne” As I had to keep reminding myself, Bry- 
ant was now well into his eighties. 


Bryant at work 

in Pamela's flat 
around the time of 
their engagement 
in 1976 


THE criTIC 44 APR 2021 


PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY OF JASON BROOKE ;MIRANDA MCCORMICK 
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It is not too difficult to explain 
why these ladies put up with Bry- 
ant’s appalling treatment. Beside 
the fact that they were nearly al- 
ways dependent on him in some 
way — or atleast in awe of his posi- 
tion — he was a past master at 
making a woman feel utterly 
adored, A great many of his love 
letters appear to have been drafted 
several times, just like his history 
books, or the interminable screeds 
he wrote at various junctures to his 
lawyers and homeopathic doctors. 

In those pre-internet days, he 
could also rest assured that his 
“muses” would not be able to get in touch with each other that 
easily, and it was only towards the end of his life that this hap- 
pened, largely on account of his worsening health. He correctly 
foresaw that this would prove disastrous to his entire “system” 
and his final days were almost pathetically sad and lonely; but 
Pamela did make a point of comforting him on his deathbed. 

Sometimes Bryant was confronted about his behavious, but 
he was an expert at turning the tables, often blaming his girl- 
friends for his actions, or else, as a final ploy, appealing to their 
sympathetic natures. A favourite device was to exculpate himself 
with reference to his “solitary, repressed” childhood, and par- 
ticularly a hated nanny, Sarah Oakford, who somehow ruined 
his future relations with women. 

It was almost a relief to discover, in a stray letter among 
Pamela's papers, that this was not the whole story: “In his youth 
he was spoilt by his mother as a budding genius,’ wrote one of 
his cousins, “and, of course, he has turned out to be just that! 
Anyway, there is something there to be loved and admired, ina 
detached sort of way, by us all.” 


Alwynne Bardsley 


AS SATISFYING AS IT WAS to piece together this jigsaw, I con- 
fess that at times it was exhausting and rather depressing. When 
I tentatively showed my manuscript to a fellow biographer, she 
advised against publication on the grounds that it was still too 
raw. “It would be better to wait another 30 years,” she counselled, 
adding that the book smacked of “opening people’s graves” 

Unfortunately, biography is invasive, and it remains the chief 
drawback of Bryant’s own work in the genre that he failed to 
grapple adequately with his subjects’ personal histories. I am 
only grateful that so many of the descendants of the characters 
who feature in my book — including Bryant’s own — have large- 
ly supported me: it was Pamela’s daughter, Miranda, who first set 
me off on my quest. I do not think that my findings invalidate or 
“cancel” the truly good work that Bryant undertook in his long 
life; but the book does, I hope, provide a more human picture of 
this very unusual Englishman.@ 


Historic Affairs: The Muses of Sir Arthur Bryant by W. Sydney 
Robinson is published by Zuleika (£25) 


TITANIA McGRATH’S 
WOKE WORLD 


Makeabonfire 
of Dr Seuss 


Those on the right side of history have always 

been supportive of state censorship and the 
burning of books. | recently saw a beautiful Pathé 
newsreel from 1933 in which early social justice 
activists are seen in Berlin's Opernplatz throwing 
books onto a bonfire. I’m not quite sure what's going 
on because | don’t speak German, but | presume 
they were decolonising a university curriculum or 
something. 

We've seen similarly empowering imagery with 
people burning copies of J.K. Rowling’s books and 
posting the footage online. The Irish pop duo known 
as “Jedward” tweeted that Rowling's novel Troubled 
Blood would make the perfect kindling for a 
“romantic fire”. 

| haven't actually read the book, because to do so 
would be to dignify the outrageous transphobic 
stereotypes that I've decided that the book contains. 
But even if it doesn’t contain such material, the very 
act of writing a book is hugely offensive to the illiterate 
community. Which is almost certainly why Jedward 
got involved in the first place. 

Now the estate of Dr Seuss has announced that six 
of his books will no longer be published because of 
racially insensitive material. This has led the books in 
question to leap to the top of the Amazon charts, 
which just goes to show that people who buy books 
are generally Nazis. 

Defenders of Dr Seuss have pointed out that ethical 
standards change over time. But just because Dr Seuss 
was born in 1904, that doesn’t mean that he shouldn't 
have had a firm grasp of the values of twenty-first 
century intersectional feminists. Besides, the anti- 
lesbian subtext of The Cat in the Hat is unmistakable. 

In addition, Amazon has started to remove books 
that it classifies as "hate speech’, including When Harry 
Became Sally: Responding to the Transgender Moment 
by Ryan T. Anderson. As left-wing activists, it is 
imperative that we encourage multi-billion-dollar 
corporations to monitor what we are able to read. 

So let us go forth and burn books, rename streets, 
erase the past and re-educate the masses so that they 
have the correct opinions. It’s the only way to defeat 
fascism.@ 


pid Titania can be found @TitaniaMcGrath 
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Bullfighting was a lifelong fascination for Francis Bacon and played an increasingly 
important role in his work, his high-risk approach matching that of the matador 


Thering master 


By Duncan Wheeler 


N THE PRO-BULLFIGHTING LITERATURE, ap- 
pealing to the authority of cultured aficionados 
from past and present (Federico Garcia Lorca, Er- 
nest Hemingway, Mario Vargas Llosa) is a fast track 
to respectability. Francis Bacon is mentioned oc- 
casionally, but his British passport and understat- 
ed presence in bullrings go some way to explaining 
why his name doesn’t come up more. 

As his most quoted aphorism on the subject — “Bullfighting 
is like boxing, a marvellous aperitif to sex” — intimates, neither 
his work nor his life invites respectability by association. He gave 
short shrift to anti-bullfighting sentiment: 

When you go into a butcher’s shop and see how beautiful meat 

can be and then you think about it, you can think of the whole 

horror of life — of one thing living off another. It’s like all those 
stupid things that are said about bullfighting. Because people 
will eat meat and then complain about bullfighting; they will 

go in and complain about bullfighting covered with furs and. 

with birds in their hair, 

‘The Royal Academy’s postponed “Francis Bacon: Man and 
Beast” exhibition will hopefully draw greater attention to the role 
of animals in his oeuvre. With the publication of a fine new biog- 
raphy by Mark Stevens and Annalyn Swan (reviewed by Christo- 
pher Bray in The Critic last month), and Max Porter’s fictional 
diary of Bacon’s final days in Madrid, the time is ripe to flesh out 
the importance of the corrida for the artist’s life and work. 


BORN IN RURAL IRELAND IN 1909 to a father who was a Boer 
War veteran turned racehorse trainer, Bacon was exposed to the 
violence of animals and humans froma young age. ‘The hunt was 
as ubiquitous a part of his childhood as bullfighting was for 
many of the masters of Hispanic art. Francisco de Goya claimed 
to have fought bulls in his youth, and his Self Portrait in the Stu- 
dio (1790-1795) presents the artist working in what appears to 
be a stylish matador’s garb. The Basque painter Ignacio Zuloaga 
(1870-1945) created bullfighting scenes 
from observance and experience. He 
was making good progress in the Car- 
mona bullfighting school until a serious 
goring led him to abandon the ring. 
Shortly after he attended his first corri- 
da aged eight, Picasso's painting Le petit 
picador honed in on the horse-riding 
members of the matador’s team. Apro- 
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pos watching a badly-gored horse being carried out of the ring, 
the adult Picasso commented to Sir John Richardson: “These 
horses are the women in my life.” The Colombian figurative artist 
Fernando Botero attended bullfighting school in his native Me- 
dellin, where he learnt the basics of tauromachy and began to 
sketch for the first time. 

Bacon’s chronic asthma made such physical exertions 
off-limits but he repurposed the theatricality of the corrida in his 
own inimitable fashion. Stevens and Swan quote the director of 
the Tate John Rothenstein’s impression of Bacon at the after-par- 
ty for his first retrospective at the gallery in the early 1960s: “In- 
stead of wearing his black leather coat he swung it about as a 
toreador his cloak.” Years later, a photograph of a matador 
preening himself in the mirror before heading out to the ring 
provided the point of departure for Bacon’s Study for Portrait of 
Gilbert de Botton (1986). 

As David Sylvester notes: “No serious painter has owed so 
much to the photograph as Bacon.’ He kept more than 56 tau- 
rine images and books in his studio, including Robert Daley's il- 
lustrated book about matadors, Swords of Spain. Bacon possibly 
attended his first corrida in Madrid on route 
to Tangiers in 1958 before developing a 
more serious interest through his trips to 
the South of France and Spain during the 
1960s. In a letter dated 25 January 1966, Ba- 
con wrote to his friend the French surrealist 
painter and ethnographer Michel Leiris to 
acknowledge receipt ofa taurine tract Leiris 
published in 1938: “For weeks I have been 
meaning to write to thank you for sending 
me your superb Miroir de la Tauroma- 
chie. lam very happy to have it.” 

Writing in Paris in autumn 1937, 
when bullfighting in Spain had been ~ 
suspended because of the Civil War, 
Leiris contended that the ritual for 
matador and audience alike consti- 
tuted a quest for transcendence, an 
eroticised release from “the feel- 
ing of a diminished, castrated life” 
so typical, he thought, ofthe pres- 
ent day. Leiris provided a con- 
nection to both Europe and the 
past during the 1960s, a period 
in which Bacon felt increasing- 
ly out of sync with the artistic 
trends and social mores of 


STATE OF FRANCIS BACON 
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swinging London. The earliest extant painting by Bacon to fea- 
ture a bull is Portrait of Isabel Rawsthorne in a Street in Soho 
(1967). ‘The beast is positioned in the background, looming be- 
hind the subject of the portrait as a portent of danger. The cor- 
rida then comes into the foreground in Study for Bulifight No. 

J and Study for Bullfight No. 2, both from 1969. 


TWO YEARS LATER, BACON FOLLOWED in Picasso's foot- 
steps to become only the second living artist to be honoured 
with a retrospective at Paris’s Grand Palais. The Spanish art his- 
torian Manuela B. Mena Marqués wrote: “It is difficult to under- 
stand why Bacon, or the organisers, chose for the poster of this 
decisive exhibition a singularly Spanish painting: Study for Bull- 
Jight No. 1. Perhaps to highlight the differences with Picasso?” 
There may be a kernel of truth in this explanation for the 


Left, Study for 
Bullfight No.1 
(1969) Below, 
Portrait of Isabel 
Rawsthorne in 

a Street in Soho, 
also from 1969 


prominence afforded to what is not considered 
to be among Bacon’s finest works. Nonethe- 
less, the implicit suggestion that the subject 
matter might be considered parochial under- 
plays the extent to which Spain’s so-called na- 
tional fiesta was a source of fascination for Ba- 
con and others. Photographs from the Paris 
opening night show Bacon in conversation 
with André Masson, the French surrealist 
painter whose Bull Fight (1936) and Bullfight- 
ing (1937) predated Guernica and Picasso’s use 
of taurine mythology and iconography to engage with the hor- 
rors of the Spanish Civil War. Also present was Salvador Dali, 
who had recently completed work on The Hallucinogenic Torea- 
dor (1969-1970). The Catalan-born surrealist delighted in the 
spectacle of the corrida. Inhabitants ofhis hometown of Figueres 
were exasperated by his making the opening of a museum in his 
honour conditional on theatrical homages such as a proposal 
for a surrealist corrida in which the recently-slaughtered bull 
would be airlifted out by helicopter. 

Bacon took both painting and bullfighting more seriously. He 
identified with the figure of the matador who, ina split-second, 
can switch from commanding his opponent and the crowd to 
being gored or booed. He who recoils from danger will not cre- 
ate art, talent and the possibility of the sublime only occur when 
the stakes are high. To quote Lorca: “The bull has his orbit, the 
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bullfighter his and between these 
two orbits there is a danger point, the 
vertex of the terrible game.” 


AT HIS PEAK, BACON was an 
extremely unusual case of willpower, 
instinct and risk providing an ade- 
quate substitute for technical train- 
ing. He thought nothing of throwing 
paint at a canvas even if it risked all 
the work achieved thus far. Bacon’s 
lack of formal training meant he had 
little to fall back on when calculated 
recklessness failed to cast a spell. His failures were, however, 
carefully kept private. In 1978, a workman stole a painting ofa 
bullfighting scene from Bacon’s London studio at 7 Reece Mews, 
Kensington. It was later retrieved by the police. The artist paid a 
reward and then cut the painting up and threw it into a dustbin. 

No such luxury of self-curation is afforded to matadors, pub- 
lic performers subject to the mercurial violence of bulls and the 
assembled masses. Bullfighters are an embodiment of how 
readily the powerful can be rendered powerless, the perfect em- 
bodiment of an abiding preoccupation in Bacon’s artistic vision. 

There are few indications about the number of corridas Ba- 


& 2 t 


con might have witnessed. An undated postcard he sent to Leiris 
from the late 1980s makes reference to staying on for a corrida as 
if this were an unsurprising but not necessarily routine activity. 
Andrés Amorés, the taurine critic for the ABC newspaper, recalls 
that Bacon was seen at Madrid's Las Ventas bullring, but that the 
painter was not integrated into taurine circles, an impression 
shared by matadors active in the late 1980s to whom I have spo- 
ken. Stevens and Swan suggest the stairs and uncomfortable 
seating discouraged him from attending more. 

Bacon was much more comfortable in his Madrid drink- 
ing-hole of choice, Bar Cock, modelled on a private English club, 


bar. 


“I know it has links to slavery but | just can‘t resist the stuff.” 


which prided itself on its cultural cli- 
entele. For a time, it had “Susan Son- 
tag was here” graffiti outside. In the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, Madrid 
replaced Paris and Berlin as Bacon’s 
European city of choice. Good 
weather and the presence of José 
Capelo, his last great love, contextu- 
alise the attraction to a culture that 
had long inspired him. 


This colour-tinted postcard was found in Bacon's 
studio. It is possibly from the bull 


THE INFLUENCE OF VELAZQUEZ 
— theatrically rendered by Bacon as 
“Belathqueth” as he became more acclimatised to speaking in 
Spanish — and Picasso throughout his career cannot be under- 
stated. As can be seen in Crucifixion, 1933 (1964), for example, 
Guernica was a touchstone for Bacon’s seething empathy with 
the centurion’s horse at the scene of Christ’s execution. The an- 
guished horses of Guernica simultaneously reflect the horrors of 
modern-day warfare and Picasso’s childhood recollections of 
watching corridas at a time when the equine participants had no 
protective coverings and were regularly disembowelled. At the 
“Francis Bacon: From Picasso to Velazquez” exhibition held at 
Bilbao's Guggenheim museum, the curators hung his Chicken 
(1982) next to Goya's Still Life with Dead Chicken (1808-12) to 
highlight a shared fascination with decomposing flesh. Had he 
been alive to see the 2016-2017 exhibition, Bacon would surely 
have delighted in the taurine museum of Bilbao’s bullring where 
woodworm is rife and the heads of champion bulls have gone 
mouldy. 

As he approached his eighties, he may well have believed that 
Triptych (1987) was going to be his last major work. The point of 
departure for the centrepiece of the largest exhibition dedicated 
to Bacon in Paris for many years was Lorca’s dramatic poetic 
lament for his friend Ignacio Sanchez Mejias. ‘The matador was 
gored in the backwater Manzanares bullring in 1934 before be- 
ing moved in a torturous and complicated journey to Madrid 
where doctors were unable to save his life. Ihe poem's fixation 
with blood, penetrated flesh and gangrene found its visual cor- 
relative in the bruised perforated human legs of Bacon’s canvas. 

‘The politically conservative Anglo-Lrish Bacon shared with 
Lorca, a socially progressive left-wing martyr shot by fascist 
thugs at the beginning of the Civil War, a preoccupation from a 
young age with ageing and mortality. They were both fascinated 
with ritual and ancient tragedy, the discipline of Apollo and un- 
predictability of Dionysian forces inherent to the drama played 
out in the bullring. 

Bacon’s work refuses to sublimate the cruelty of the sublime, 
or to redeem culture as a civilised or civilising force. In classical 
terms, his depictions of the arcane taurine world provoke pity 
and fear, but not indignation. Violent sensations stirred by his 
paintings and bullfights alike are not edifying, but all too human. 
‘This analogy can, however, only go so far: a painter’s work, how- 
ever tortured, does not rely on the almost inevitable sacrifice of 
an animal and occasional death of a man. 


ng of Nimes 
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CARTOON BY PAUL WOOD 


e: Recent | received a personal invitation by message on my telephone to 
“Rejoin the EasyJet community.” | had not been aware until then that | 
| had ever beena member of the EasyJet community, though | was aware that 
the last time | flew on the airline it had left me stranded overnight, without 
assistance or even information, in Berlin when my flight to Paris was cancelled. 
By the time | had finished paying the costs involved, | could have gone ona 


Clerihews by Elliot Greene 


Boris thought, “To beat Eurocrats, 
Who better than bureaucrats?” 

So he tossed 

Abrittle bone to David Frost. 


Jacob Rees-Mogg, 


two-week holiday instead. 


But it was the words personal and community that irritated me. Why should | 
| feel any sense of community with tens of millions of people just because | 
too had on occasion flown by this airline, either because it appeared the 
cheapest way to go or because it was the only airline flying to my destination? 

If {had ever been a member of the EasyJet community, | was also a 
member of the Boursin cheese, Waterman pen cartridge and Muji notebook 
community, as well as the Beaman’s pork pie community and the Alderson 
wild duck and uncooked ham hock community. In fact, | had communities 


coming out of my ears, | was a member of so many. 


The word is intended to create a nice warm and pleasantly befuddled | 
feeling, a little like the one experienced after the first alcoholic drink of the 
evening at the end of a hard day. As for the word personal, could anything 
well be more impersonal than a computer message generated from records 
dating back years? | suppose we are intended to imagine an employee 
patiently elaborating a list, much as the groom’s parents makes a list of guests 


to the wedding breakfast. 


The fact is that words have connotations that may linger in the mind. How 
nice of EasyJet not to have forgotten me — except, of course, when | was 


alone in Berlin. @ 


Inthe tradition of Quintin Hogg, 
Pursues intellectual rigour, 
Albeit with insufficient vigour. 


What would a queen see, 

Who, beholding her legacy, 

Could count two who're divorced, 
a drop-out, a failed intellectual, 
And one whose best-known 
accomplishments were sexual? 


| Theattempted purge on 

Nicola Sturgeon 

May have resulted, in the case of Alex Salmon 
From “parasynthetic adjectives referring to 
florid complexions:” i.e., gammon. 


Dominic Cummings 

Was insuperable in down-dumbings 
And seemed unthreatened by Tut-tut or 
cut-cut or even smut-smut. But — but 
He underestimated Princess Nut-Nut. 
And went phut-phut. 
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T THE END OF HIS LIFE BACON 
turned his attention away from the 
matador and towards the animal. The 
star exhibit in Bilbao was his recently 
discovered last painting, Study of a 
Bull (1991), which had not been pub- 
licly discussed, reproduced or seen 
until it was uncovered by Martin Har- 
tison as he prepared a catalogue of the artist’s complete works. 

Study of a Bull (below) reproduces the panoramic view from 
the cheapest tickets in a bullring on the highest tiers of the sunny 
side that loom above the gate through which the bull is released. 
Less iconic than the so-called moment of truth — the point of 
maximum risk for the matador, raising the sword for the final kill 
— there are only a handful of images of the bull at this initial 
stage in the photographic books from 
Bacon's studio. Study of a Bull was 
seemingly inspired by Leiris’s death in 
1990 as well as Lorca’s elegiac poem. 
Bacon positioning his subject between 
darkness and light lends itself to a 
symbolic interpretation as the bull 
finds itself in a liminal zone between 
life and death. 

Bacon adorned the canvas of his 
final painting with dust from his own 


studio to imitate the sandy arena floor, and he clearly identified 
at some level with the bull as he faced mortality in solitude. 
Ignoring medical advice, in April 1992 he travelled to Madrid. 
After suffering a cardiac arrest, he was cared for by nuns. Sister 
Mercedes, who looked after Bacon, has become a minor celebri- 
tyin Spain, recalling on television the dying artist seeking solace 
by sketching pictures of bulls. 

Study for Bullfight No. 1 was employed as a posthumous 
homage in promotional materials for the 1992 Nimes bullfight- 
ing season. The response to his death was, however, largely mut- 
ed. Bacon was quite specific that he wanted no funeral service. 
His ashes were returned to the UK and there is no gravestone to 
visit. The contrast with the death of an active matador could not 
be greater. Among the numerous gravestones for bullfighters in 
the Almudena cemetery, located within walking distance of Las 
Ventas, is one dedicated to José Cubero Sanchez, Yiyo, who died 
aged 21 in 1985, the last matador to be killed in a Madrid ring. 

His corpse, dressed in his suit of lights, was laid in wake at his 
family home. The coffin was then given a lap of honour in Las 
Ventas before he was laid to rest. A young corpse can turn stars 
into myths. Like rock stars, bullfighters rarely age well; they be- 
come parodies of their former selves or struggle to adjust to 
everyday life. Bacon was not exempt from the ravages of age, but 
he remained prodigious to the end. His latter-day vitality owed 
much to Spain. Whether people like it or not, Las Ventas is as 
much part of Madrid’s rich cultural patrimony as the Prado.@ 
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Nick Cohen reflects on the ill-starred love affair between writers and alcohol 


Throughaglass, darkly 


LCOHOL HAS MANY SIDE EFFECTS: 
euphoria, conviviality, mindless violence, 
cancer and mental breakdown. But from the 
point of view of the alcoholic, its most 
seductive property is its ability to justify itself. 
“You find the best stories in the pub,’ my 
colleagues and [ on the old Fleet Street would hear alcohol tell 
us as we knocked off for a long lunch, which could last into a 
long evening. And indeed, as the drink flowed, glistening and 
glorious ideas for stories appeared that had us falling off our 
bar stools in helpless laughter. As it flowed some more, they 
were forgotten and replaced by new ideas more glistening and 
more glorious. Cut off the flow, the alcohol whispers, and you 
will become a deadbeat bore, churning out pap and living the 
unremarked life. 
Christopher Hitchens, who contrary to the portrayals of his 
enemies was the most generous of intellectuals, once gave me 
an uncharacteristically schoolmasterish 


drink. They reach for the bottle because they are insecure or 
broken or because alcohol is the only hard drug our society 
celebrates. No respectable person would say, “Go on have a 
shot of heroin, it can’t hurt you.” Hosts never tell guests, “I’m 
sorry, but if you want to drink that wine you'll have to join the 
smokers in the garden.’ 

In his last budget, the Chancellor froze the beer, wine and 
spirit duties while effectively cutting the pay of nurses. I did not 
hear one politician or commentator say that he might have 
funded a pay rise and reduced the pressure on nurses to care 
for domestic abuse victims and sufferers from cirrhosis if he 
had raised taxes on booze. 

Palmer is too wise a writer to pretend that novelists are a 
race apart. He rejects the debatable American notion that 
alcoholism is a disease, for what kind of disease goes away 
when we decide we do not want it any more? Instead, as his 
title says, he explains that writers fall in love with alcohol, as did 
land as do countless millions of others. 


lecture on how I must never, never think Cutoff the Unlike a human object of desire, alcohol 
of stopping boozing. If | did, my creativity flow, thealecohol "ve" stands you up, or runs off with | 
would vanish. He had literary authority whispers and someone else. i 
behind him. “Smoke like a fish and drink 2 The most perceptive doctors | have 


like a chimney,’ cried VS. Pritchett. Don’t 
worry about becoming an alcoholic, said 
Dylan Thomas: an alcoholic is just 
“someone you dislike who drinks as much 
as you do” 

Stay with it and alcohol takes you to a 
new normal. A bottle of wine at lunchtime? Pah! A mere 
aperitif. “A few pints” after work — a pleasingly vague definition 
that could be stretched to four or five — and then more at 
home. This is your right, and alcohol says that you have every 
reason to feel outraged if you cannot exercise it. 


DOUBTING JOURNALISTS COULD LOOK to the example of 
proper writers, great writers, who were heroic drinkers — 
“heroic” because alcohol also tells you that the more of its 
company you can take, the tougher you are. 

The novelist and poet William Palmer has turned himself 
into a modern Vasari in their honour and produced a Lives of 
the Drunk Artists. His new book In Love with Hell (Robinson, 
£20) offers sympathetic and wonderfully perceptive biogra- 
phies of 11 novelists and poets from Patrick Hamilton to 
Richard Yates via Jean Rhys and Dylan Thomas, alongside an. 
overarching explanation of why they risked allowing drink to 
destroy them. 

The question may seem banal. Writers turn to drink for the 
same reasons plumbers, beauticians and estate agents turn to 


a -you'llbecome 
am adeadbeat 


r -~ borechurning 


——;——————— forgive them. 


interviewed agree that alcoholics give up 
when they decide they love their partner, 
or children, or themselves more than they 
love to drink. This is why the families of 
addicts who will not stop find it hard to 


The failure to love themselves makes the case of writers so 
fascinating. Drink destroys their talent in the end. Palmer 
argues that novelists are more likely to understand their own 
psychology better than the therapists trying to help them. 
Writers do not care because alcohol offers a diabolical bargain. 
In the early years, it can expand their talent. If you feel worth- 
less or a fraud or humiliated by criticism — and of course you 
do not need to be a novelist to feel any of the above — alcohol 
can drown your demons. Academic critics of the 1950s hated. 
Dylan Thomas with a loathing that bordered on mental illness. { 
There's no doubt that the drink helped him to cope for afew } 
years and produce an explosion of poetry that has lasted. 


THEN THERE IS THE LONELINESS of the writer, which the 
rest of us can perhaps understand better after lockdown. ‘Ihe 
hard-drinking press of my youth was convivial. Newspapers 
then were overstaffed by modern standards and were happy to 
see reporters disappear into the nearest pub when the first 
edition went to press. We might be pissing it up but at least we 
were next door if a story broke. Now the web has slashed the 
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budget for reporters and abolished deadlines. How can you 
“pop off for a quick one” after the first edition when the paper’s 
website can be altered 24/7? As good a definition of modernity 
as any is that, in newspapers as everywhere else, there is never 
time for a quick one. 

‘The solitary writer found company we took for granted in 
pubs and clubs, and a subject as well. Alcoholism gave 
Malcolm Lowry and Charles R. Jackson one great novel each: 
Under the Volcano and The Lost Weekend. Brian O’Nolan’s 
surreal columns for the Irish Times, written under the pseudo- 
nym of Myles na Gopaleen, can be read as transcripts of the 
most brilliant pub chat you could ever hope to hear. 

Patrick Hamilton's 20,000 Streets under the Sky trilogy 
survives in part because they are among the few works in 
literature to deal with the pub. As Palmer says, writers may have 
enjoyed this central institution of British life to excess but few 
showed its strange rituals and taboos in fiction or recognised 
the dramatic potential of a world where characters may have a 
home to go to eat and sleep, but the pub is where they live. 

‘The deal is diabolical because if you do not produce when 
you are young, alcohol will slowly destroy you. Like an athlete 
prepared to be crippled in old age by his or her training, writers 
take the risk, They can only hope that, like most athletes, they 
will not end up without fame or money, and be reduced to 
living in a shrinking world where alcohol is all they have left. 

‘This book can be a heartbreaking read if you have learned to 
love the writers Palmer covers. O’Nolan is best remembered for 
producing The Third Policeman under the pseudonym of Flann 
O’Brien. To my mind, his columns from the 1940s and 1950s 
are better. They bear comparison with the journalism of 
Dickens and Orwell on the most basic level that, as with 
Dickens and Orwell, they are still read today. 

Iwanted to shout, “Come on O'Brien, you can give it up or 
cutit back.” He couldn't. The falls, hangovers, diarrhoea and 


kidney infections took over his life and crippled his talent. Dying 
of cancer in 1965, aged 54, he was still drinking in hospital. 
‘There's no point in giving up now, he said. In any case, we all 
face a choice “between drinking and being bored to death” and 
he had made his. To say this is a false choice is to understate the 
case for the prosecution. No one is more boring than an addict. 


IT’S THE SAME STORY WITH JEAN RHYS, who appeared 

to her neighbours as a mad, drunk old woman living in 
suburban obscurity, until her work was rediscovered. It’s the 
same with nearly every other writer in Palmer's book. They 
produce their best work before they are 40 and then turn from 
drinkers into drunks. Not everyone: Kingsley Amis and 
Anthony Burgess put away distilleries but carried on creating 
until the end, but their escapes from a miserable descent are 
exceptions to a grim rule. 

Palmer does not talk about what happens to the creativity of 
alcoholic writers who manage to give up. Perhaps none ever 
has. From my own meagre experience of journalism, | first 
thought that Hitchens was right and my writing would tum 
bland. Nothing of the sort happened when I went on the wagon 
four years ago. Perhaps my journalism became less angry and 
more detached. If it did, readers have not pointed it out. Going 
dry has not transformed me into a different person. How could 
it? It has just stopped me being drunk, 

‘The greatest lie alcohol whispers is that without me there 
would be no you; turn your back on me, and you turn your back 
on yourself. By the end of this humane book, you are not falling 
into the sentimentality of the maudlin drunk if you wish the 
writers whom Palmer so tenderly examines had seen through 
alcohol’s false promises before it was too late.@ 


Nick Cohen is working on a book about right-wing 
propaganda 
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Lincoln Allison is moved by a cache of his father’s wartime love letters and what they 
reveal about conflict, his parents’ relationship — and a huge generational chasm 


Akindof loving 


OST PEOPLE, I GUESS, found that in lock- 

down they got round to doing things that 

were only on their really long list of things to 

do. In my case this included opening up the 

box file containing my father’s letters to my 
mother during the Second World War. 

He was in the Eighth Army, in the Royal Artillery, so the let- 
ters are from North Africa and Italy. There are hundreds of them; 
some are conventional letters, others are on lettercards, but the 
majority are “airgraphs’, letters written on a form and photocop- 
ied onto lightweight paper four inches by five so that they must 
be read with a magnifying glass. 

There is no correspondence from my mother to my father, 
presumably because it was impossible to carry such luxuries 
back. All of the correspondence has a censor’s stamp on it, but 
I have only spotted one instance of censorship. My father was 
enclosing “two small flowers from the sands of ...” and the 
location is obliterated. The censor seems tolerant of political 
opinions and reports of low morale, but won’t tolerate anything 
geographical. 

My father was resolved to write at least once a day. It’s a re- 
flection on twentieth-century military life that he managed this 
nearly all the time with exceptions when the action peaks; in- 
deed, he reports some banter with the sergeant in charge of mail 
about the volume of his correspondence. Most of the material in 
the box is from 1943. I imagine less got through in the difficult 
days of 1942; by 1943 the Allies were beginning to control the 
Mediterranean and as far as J can see everything sent was deliv- 
ered. By June 1944, when the Allies took Rome, my father had 
become ill with malaria. 


{HAVE KNOWN MY PARENTS’ STORY all my life, but only read- 
ing this correspondence brings its nature into focus. In some 
ways it is a tale typical of its period, but it is surely an extreme 
case. They, Jim and Monica, were married on 5 November 1941, 
less than three months after they had met; he was 28, she was 
26. Ten days after the wedding he sailed for Egypt via Cape 
Town, and he spent the next three and a half years as a lance 
bombardier in the Royal Artillery. The most dramatic events at 
which he was present were the battle of FE] Alamein and the in- 
vasion of Sicily. 

On the whole the letters are very boring. 
This is not a complaint or a criticism: they wer- 
en’t written to entertain a twenty-first century 
reader. It is a reminder of the reality of twenti- 
eth-century warfare: that it was very boring 
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Twin souls: Jim and Monica Allison 
on their wedding day in November 1941 


and the overwhelming majority of armed forces were non-com- 
batants for the overwhelming majority of the duration. Still, my 
father had a relatively interesting war: not only was he involved 
in great events, he was able to go on a wide variety of courses, 
ranging from truck driving to Italian. As a language graduate he 
was given every facility to develop his Italian to near-fluency in 
a few months. 

Understandably, the duration of the war is a major obsession. 
Ican detect no hint that my father or anyone he is serving with is 
any doubt about the eventual outcome, but they get very mixed 
messages about how long it will take. Churchill’s “end of the be- 
ginning” speech, broadcast on forces’ radio, is greeted by an en- 
tire room full of troops shouting, “Switch him off” A military 
analyst predicting a 1949 finish causes despair and discussions 
about a system of leave that would get them back home for a 
time. Enormous faith is placed in “Uncle Joe” and the Red Army 
as agents of shortening the war. My father gets hold ofa Russian 
grammar to study and asks my mother if it is true that people in 
England are addressing each other as “Comrade” now. 

As an alternative to the war ending my father sometimes 
speculates on various kinds of transfer and promotion, but usu- 
ally dismisses these possibilities quite quickly. The most fantas- 
tic occurs when he hears that a fellow “Ack Ack” gunner has ef- 
fected a transfer to the merchant navy: he imagines following 
this lead and managing to get onto the ship commanded by his 
father-in-law, slightly incongruously referred to as “Daddy” and 
still on active service in his sixties. At this stage the two had never 
met, though they did meet up in Syracuse later, a feat of logistics 
I have never understood. 
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Ten days after the wedding 
he sailed for Egypt via Cape Town, 
and he spent the next three and 
ahalf years as alance bombardier 
in the Royal Artillery 


I don’t imagine for an instant that an historian of the Second 
World War would learn anything new from these letters, but they 
do contain anecdotal nuggets which help build a vivid picture of 
Eighth Army life. A consignment of battledress arrives for the 
onset of the Italian winter; it is supposed to be sized and labelled 
for each man individually, but nobody is surprised that the sys- 
tem doesn’t work. We have a picture of a room full of men in 
various states of undress and to various degrees frustrated, satis- 
fied or amused by the multiple exchanges that occur. 

Ten men go down to “the local town” to watch a football 
match. Jim is a good footballer, and occasionally reports on 
games he has played in. But here they are spectators and draw 
lots so that each man has one of the attacking players, numbers 
7-11 on each side, and the one who has drawn the player who 


scores first wins the money. The number 11, outside-left for the 
away team, doesn’t seem a good draw, but he scores a brilliant 
goal, equalising an earlier effort from a home defender (which 
doesn’t count) and the lance-bombardier is ten bob better off. 

Jim befriends a local boy, Federico, who helps him to master 
Sicilian dialect and in return is given sweets, which he keeps to 
give to his sisters. In general, a very relaxed picture is provided of 
relations between Allied troops and local people. 

‘The invasion is covered by before and after full-length letters 
written in June and July 1943. Before Jim tells of rumours and 
warns of potential dangers. After, written when he is allowed to 
mention Sicily (though nowhere within it), he describes a nearly 
ideal invasion, a calm crossing with no sight of enemy shipping 
or aircraft and a landing on an undefended beach. 

The only problem was that the landing craft tipped them out 
into five feet of water instead of the two they had prepared for 
and the rest of the day had to be spent drying everything out. The 
48-hour rations are OK, though, because they're in tins with in- 
dividual keys. The troops hadn’t actually been told where they 
were going until the shoreline was in sight. My favourite image is 
of my father sitting on deck studying Teach Yourself Italian. Cu- 
rious fellow soldiers approach him and ask, “Is that where we're 
going then — Italy?” 

* 


LL OF THIS IS OF SOME GENERAL INTEREST to 
anyone who wants to know what that theatre of 
the Second World War actually felt like. But I 
have a much more particular interest as the only 
progeny of the relationship developed in this 
correspondence and having grown up in a house with its writer 
and reader. I am bound to have a more intense interest in the 
personal material. As an example, on 28 March 1943 my father 
wrote: 
Monica, my darling, 
When I start these letters with “Monica, my darling” I always 
feel it is something of a masterpiece of understatement. What I 
really feel like saying is, “Monica, my dearest, sweetest, loveliest 
darling, I love you. Honestly, darling, you can’t possibly realise 
just how much I do love you. You are my first thought in the 
morning and my last thought before going to bed at night... 


This is reasonably typical of his expressions of sentiment to- 
wards her, regularly accompanied by statements of metaphysi- 
cal romanticism. They are twin souls. He was determined on a 
bachelor life until “the lightning struck” when he saw her. She is 
a goddess to be placed on the highest pedestal. He yearns to care 
for her and protect her. 

The first reaction of anyone reading this must be sympathy. 
They are the feelings of a man ripped away prematurely from the 
only woman (apart from his mother and two sisters) he had ever 
known. Their knowledge of each other has been so brief that in 
the course of this correspondence they are constantly finding 
out new things: he discovers that she has had her appendix out 
while she learns that he sometimes wears glasses. 

My second reaction is a kind of shock (though not, strangely, 
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surprise) that my rationalist, sceptical father could embrace so 
fully this metaphysical tradition of love. So far as [ know, he had 
no religious belief, and religion is never mentioned here. As he 
was later the headmaster of a grammar school for 16 years his 
agnosticism was not something he made a great deal of, yet the 
evidence for itis clear. But here he is using a religiose language of 
love descended from romantic and courtly rituals that Cervantes 
was satirising 400 years earlier. 

Were other men doing this on airgraphs? Were the middle 
classes the sole bearers of this style by then? (I think of up- 
per-class memoirs and diaries of the time and find a much 
earthier approach to love and marriage.) Was it the only way, 
artistically and ideologically, of handling the combination of 
danger and deprivation that faced him? It’s the kind of yearning 
and sense of loss that my generation found in popular music. 

I've neither written nor received anything like these letters in 
my life. | suspect this is partly the difference between two indi- 
viduals but mostly that between two generations with almost 
opposite experiences of life despite their historical proximity. 
My father’s life at this time was about a profound love, the dan- 
gers of war and the yearnings of separation; mine was never 
about any of those things. But a much larger part of me is simply 
grateful that I was able to live the kind of life that people of my 
generation lived. 


THERE IS A VERY PRECISE point of similarity between my life 
and my father’s: as our twenty-ninth birthday approached each 
of us was married in something of a hurry and then got on a ship 
to go a long way away. In his case it was without his new wife 
and it was a troopship; in my case it was on the QE2 with my 
new wife and it was to take up a remunerative fellowship at 
Stanford University. 

Two figures from fiction come to mind when I try to under- 
stand my father. The first is Don Quixote, who found the real 
world unattractive when compared to his imaginings and the 
standards he aspired to live up to. Quixote “loved” Dulcinea del 
Toboso, a peasant woman whom he idealised into something 
quite ethereal. My mother was not a peasant woman, but she 
was almost a stereotype of an English middle-class lady, ob- 
sessed with doing the “right” thing, and with remarkably few 
interests apart from horses and the royal family. She was an ex- 
cellent mother, devoted to the job, always looking good, never 
embarrassing, but difficult to idealise. 

‘The second is Gordon Comstock, protagonist of George Or- 
well’s Keep the Aspidistra Flying. Comstockis clever, embittered, 
sexually frustrated and obsessed with the relationship between 
sex and money in the London of his time. The novel was pub- 
lished in 1934 when my father was 22, finishing his training as a 
teacher (in London) and having difficulty finding a job. The ref- 
erences I have are unanimous that he was sober and diligent; 
I’m also pretty sure he was embittered, celibate and frustrated. 

When I was 22 I took up a lectureship at the new University of 
Warwick. It was a rare case historically of a sellers’ market for 
young academics, and I was offered a free apartment on the 
campus. On the first night I was there [ had a quick early evening 


drink and remarked to anyone listening that I had to go to my flat 
in case there was a phone call. When I had been there a few min- 
utes there was a knock on the door and a charming and athletic 
young woman who had overheard my remark stood there with 
two drinks, suggesting I might welcome some company. 

Orwell makes it clear that wasn’t the sort of thing that hap- 
pened to Gordon Comstock or, by extension, to Eric Blair. Nor to 
my father or Don Quixote; 1 don’t know about Cervantes. It was 
a generation gap as wide as any could be and it made mutual 
understanding quite difficult; you could do many things with 
the splendid young women of my generation, but writing them 
long letters and putting them on pedestals were neither neces- 
sary nor appropriate. 


* 


FTER THE WAR, when my parents were reunit- 

ed, I soon arrived, along with a million other ba- 

bies that year, as the fly in the ointment. It was 

clear that ] was a wanted and much loved arrival 

so far as my mother, my grandparents and an as- 
sortment of other relatives were concerned, but that this reac- 
tion was not shared by my father. Family legend has it than after 
a very difficult home birth my father declared, “This is never 
happening again.” Nobody could agree on exactly what he 
meant though the fact is Iremained an only child. 

A little later he stormed down to the registrar’s office and in- 
sisted on expunging the name Geoffrey from my details. It had 
been registered as my name by my grandmother on my mother’s 
instructions because it was the name of her boss at her wartime 
employment at the Yorkshire Rural Community Council. (His 
name was Geoffrey Ridley; he was twice her age and if one can 
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